
Introduction

Readers of The Air Force Comptroller  should be familiar with re-
cent deployment experiences of some Air Force financial man-
agement professionals. You may recall SSgt Jackie McElroy lift-

ing off with the first chalk from RAF Lakenheath with $50,000 cash
in support of Operation SKY ANVIL or SrA Cliff VanGieson from
Ramstein Air Base deploying in support of Joint Task Force SHIN-
ING HOPE with a quarter of a million dollars in cash and checks.
Both were armed—both early to the fight. 1  They faced a high-stakes
environment created by deployment into a non-friendly theater, the
necessity for quick decisions, and substantial personal financial li-
ability for the assets in their charge.

Their experience is representative of the type of environment in
which financial managers are being asked to perform.  We eat, sleep,
and work alongside warfighters.  In emergent situations, we arrive
at the area of operations before the bulk of combat forces. Where
once largely an afterthought, financial managers are now part of the
first team.  Increasingly, we perform in the pressure-packed envi-
ronment of the operator; we—as they—must be ready.

In The Green Eyeshades of War  ( The Air Force Comptroller, Volume
35, Number 1) Colonel Larry Spencer laments that throughout the
20th century the Air Force financial management community was not
adequately prepared for the challenges of armed conflict.  He points
out that one of the key lessons we experienced from one conflict to
the next was the critical nature of effective pre-war training.  The
need for robust preparation programs has been a consistent message
from other senior leaders as well.  CMSgt Larry Gonzales, now the
Executive for Enlisted Matters for SAF/FM, cautioned in 1998 that
while the Air Force Top Dollar competition serves to validate readi-
ness, it is the day-to-day unit training that must prepare us for our
wartime mission. 2  And it’s not enough to be expert at quoting chap-
ter and paragraph of applicable regulations and instructions.  For
example, Major General Everett Odgers, AFMC Comptroller, opened
up the 1999 Air Expeditionary Force Budget Officer Training session
by stating that deployed budget officers must be officers first, war-
riors second, and comptrollers third; they are professional leaders
accountable for the decisions they make. 3
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These observations are part of a growing awareness that, particularly within the Expeditionary Aero-
space Force (EAF ) construct, uniformed financial managers must be prepared to deploy, to survive, and
to make decisions in a tough environment.

The Deployed Environment of the 21st Century is Demanding

Preparing financial managers to support the wide array of military operations is a topic of increasing
significance because the environment in which we operate has changed—and continues to change—in
remarkable ways.  One of the most dramatic influences has been the dynamic nature of post-Cold War
geopolitics.  The demise of the former Soviet Union, and the resultant end of the bipolar world to which
we were accustomed, has led to unforeseen complexity in the international system.  Examples include
increased uncertainty regarding friend or foe and greater threat of proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction.  This environment has spawned changes in the way the National Command Authority chooses
to employ aerospace power.  For example, Air Force deployments have quadrupled since 1986. 4  But the
increase in operations tempo is just one manifestation of the changing environment; not only has the
quantity of operations changed markedly, so too the variety, scope, and complexity of missions.  Institu-
tionally, this experience is intensified because events of the late 1980’s shook the only global paradigm
the Air Force knew since establishment in 1947.  One need only consider the wide range of variation
between operations in Haiti, Somalia, or Kosovo to recognize the only fundamental ‘givens’ are that we
will deploy and that the battlespace will be rife with uncertainty.

The deployed environment we face today may best be described as naturalistic .  Such settings are
characterized by ill-structured problems, uncertain and dynamic situations, shifting, ill-defined and com-
peting goals, time stress, high stakes, multiple players, and conflicting norms. 5  Clearly, many elements
of the naturalistic environment are not new to conflict.  Nearly two centuries ago, noted military strate-
gist Carl von Clausewitz wrote extensively about the uncertainty—the fog and friction—of warfare.

But the 21st century version of fog is markedly different.  Combat and support personnel are experi-
encing it at lower grades with frequency and intensity that exerts great demand on the human mind.
Today, combat pilots must process massive quantities of data and react to threats within tenths of a
second.  Airborne battle managers track multiple targets while at the same time sending and receiving
manual and automated communications.  Individual intelligence analysts bear the weight of error, in-
cluding the possibility of international incidents such as the accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy
in Belgrade.  Junior financial managers deploy to unfamiliar areas, on unfamiliar continents, on short
notice.  Clausewitz’s fog appears to have evolved from a lack of decision making certainty caused by
want of data, to a lack of decision making certainty brought about by the unsettling demands of the
naturalistic battlespace, intensified by an overabundance of data.

In response to post-Cold War realities, the Air Force has increasingly sought mobility, flexibility, and
technological innovation.  For example, we are well into a transition to the EAF, intended to improve our
capability to rapidly deploy forces to austere locations across the globe and immediately initiate opera-
tions.  Air Force financial managers have been tasked to provide approximately forty enlisted profes-
sionals and officers to support steady-state expeditionary needs. 6  Moreover, revolutionary advances in
technology are changing the nature of information processing and decision making.  Military success is
increasingly dependent on the ability to process, assess, and act on relevant data more effectively than
an adversary.  The Air Force has invested substantial resources developing faster systems, better sen-
sors, and smarter weapons.

These responses to the changing environment have not necessarily simplified decision making condi-
tions for deployed financial managers.  For example, technology may actually contribute to indecision;
more data is leveraged only insofar as we can process it, extract useful information, make timely deci-
sions, and possess the will to act.  Joint Vision 2020 cautions that information superiority neither equates
to perfect information, nor eliminates uncertainty.  Rather, information systems, processes, and opera-
tions add their own sources of friction and fog. 7  Information technology may also contribute to data
overload and feed “the dangerous illusion that certainty and precision in war are not only desirable, but
attainable .”8

Simply put, enhanced mobility, flexibility, and technology are responses to, not solutions for, the chang-
ing environment. In and of themselves they do not ‘fix’ the problem; each in its way helps gird us for
success while simultaneously intensifying the deployed experience. It is at least as important to train
the human mind to keep pace with demands of the dynamic naturalistic setting. We should not assume
financial managers will be more successful as a result of Air Force responses such as programmed de-



ployment cycles or the latest technology innovations.  Deployed financial managers such as SSgt McElroy
and SrA VanGieson provide anecdotal evidence of the need to do more; the exhortation by career field
leaders provides clear direction. We must deliberately train the minds of our financial managers to en-
able operations within a naturalistic environment.

Successful Deployed Financial Managers Possess Dynamic Cognitive Skills

Our experience in comptroller organizations, deployed environments, and Combined Air Operations
Centers (CAOC) suggests success in naturalistic settings often depends upon one or two individuals
who just seem to have a knack of knowing what to do and when.  Maybe it was one particular technical
sergeant or lieutenant colonel who had been deployed several times and could distill vast quantities of
data into several relevant cues.  They took action when others were uncertain how to proceed.  This
experience left us wondering, “What exactly sets these extraordinary individuals apart?”

Research suggests the ability to perform in a naturalistic environment is strongly dependent on matu-
rity in cognitive skills such as situational awareness, decision making, and synchronization.  Situational
awareness is the ‘great enabler,’ and thus may be the most impor-
tant of these three competencies.  Essentially, it is sensing and un-
derstanding what is going on around you.  Doing so becomes in-
creasingly difficult as the stimuli increase and the situation becomes
more complex—such as in a naturalistic setting.  However, once an
individual understands what is going on, a decision path is usu-
ally evident. 9  Thus it is extraordinarily important for deployed fi-
nancial managers to be trained to recognize cues and patterns that
indicate the dynamics of a situation.

Situational awareness enables effective decision making.  You
may recall the traditional decision making approach from your
training experience.  Whether taught explicitly or implicitly, Air
Force personnel are generally conditioned to assess alternatives,
perform cost/benefit analyses, select the optimal solution, and
implement it.  This approach is useful when in static conditions,
but becomes unworkable in the naturalistic environment because
it is simply too time consuming.  Financial managers who attempt
to use tradit ional  decision making methods in a naturalist ic
battlespace will be overcome by fast moving events and quickly
marginalized.

The Recognition-Primed Decision-making (RPD ) process model
ably describes the kind of decision making processes top perform-
ers employ in naturalistic settings.  RPD depicts how experienced
individuals, such as our technical sergeant or lieutenant colonel,
make decisions in time-constrained situations when circumstances
do not allow for development and evaluation of multiple alterna-
tives.10  RPD asserts “experienced decision makers can identify a
reasonably good option as the first one.” 11  Additional characteris-
tics include an emphasis on ‘satisficing’—selecting the first work-
able option. 12  Rather than attempt to evaluate all possible options, the decision maker focuses on mak-
ing a reasonable decision early, then modifies it as challenges emerge.  Described as seeking a ‘70 per-
cent solution’, this approach frees the naturalistic decision maker from a time-consuming—and rarely
feasible—search for the optimal choice.

A third necessary skill is synchronization—arranging activities in time and space to achieve a desired
outcome. 13  For example, a deployed financial manager must know both when and where to obtain fund-
ing authorization to enable subsequent action by a commander.  Synchronization has strong roots in
current military doctrine; US Army Field Manual 100-5 proffers that some activities must occur before
the decisive moment and, although separated in time and space, they must be well synchronized if their
combined effects are to be felt at the decisive time and place. 14  Synchronization cannot be achieved until
leaders first mentally simulate the consequences to be produced and how they must sequence their ac-
tivities to yield the overall desired outcome—”synchronization thus takes place first in the minds of
commanders.” 15
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Think about it.  To be successful in deployed environments characterized by high-stakes, time com-
pression, and uncertainty, financial managers need to understand what is going on around them, be
equipped to make good decisions quickly, and know how and when to take action to achieve desired
effects.

The Problem—We Do Not Adequately Train Cognitive Skills

The need for highly developed thinking skills in the naturalistic environment is well documented.  In
fact, numerous military and paramilitary organizations have already embraced this reality.  For example,
the Federal Emergency Management Agency ( FEMA ), National Fire Academy, and Federal Bureau of
Investigation have been developing institutional awareness of cognitive requirements and are imple-
menting training and education programs.  The United States Army, concerned that the increase in infor-
mation flow will drown staff officers in data “while their commanders thirst for information” , has initi-
ated a simulator-based training program to improve the accuracy of situation assessments and the qual-
ity of decisions.16  The United States Marine Corps (USMC) is also in the forefront, making naturalistic
decision making a guiding principle for The Basic School (TBS) and the Infantry Officer’s Course (IOC).
According to a former commandant, Colonel Robert E. Lee, “we develop the leader who can commit to a
decision, communicate the decision, and have the will to act.” 17

Institutionally, the Air Force has not actively embraced the need for cognitive skill training across the
force.  There are several barriers that have prevented us from capitalizing on what other organizations,
such as FEMA and USMC, have long recognized.  First, we place disproportionate emphasis on technol-
ogy solutions to what is as much a human as technical problem.  Technology innovations are critical, but
address only the technical component of the socio-technical system represented by the pilot and her
cockpit data displays or the financial manager and his computer systems.

Second, the functional orientation of personnel segments the force.  For example, Air Force financial
management recruits have traditionally been trained in their functional specialty and have not been
effectively indoctrinated on the role or application of aerospace power.  As a result, we have created
financial managers, not airmen.  In a naturalistic environment, successful financial managers must de-
velop situational awareness by first appreciating their role within the context of aerospace power and
fully understanding how their efforts fit within the overall plan to support the mission.

Third, training for effective performance in the new setting is provided only to a select few.  For ex-
ample, although simulation has greatly enhanced effectiveness in areas such as aircrew and airborne
battle management training, the use of high fidelity simulation has only recently begun to propagate to
support career fields.  Notably, Air Force financial managers recognized in the early 1990s the need to
simulate deployed conditions and train skills, and instituted the Top Dollar mobility competition.  This
has proven to be a solid first step, not an acceptable end state.  According to Capt Dan Sheesley, who
recently deployed as a Joint Task Force comptroller, Top Dollar training “only scratches the surface of
the real thing.” 18

Think about it.  To perform effectively under deployed conditions, financial managers must be better
prepared than ever before to assess data, extract information, make decisions, and implement those de-
cisions.  We cannot be dependent upon the expert technical sergeant or experienced lieutenant colonel,
because they simply may not be available.  And with responsibility continually being pushed to junior
grades, we cannot wait to develop skills through real-world experience.  We must find ways to train
experience and to equip the minds of our people to successfully perform in tough conditions.

In the second installment of this article, we will discuss some proven methods that could help better
prepare our financial managers for the deployed environment.
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